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ZSMCoupe 

! coolest, quirkiest and fastest M car of the 1990s has been rising in price lately, 
f ever there was a time to buy one, it's now. You won't regret it- 
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hen BMW released the Z3 M 
Roadster back in 1996 it should 
have been one of the company's 
finest hours. Taking the Z3 chassis, 
pumping up the extenor styling with 
ly dose of steroids and shoehoming in a 3.2- 
ingine from an M3 should have made for 
ring performance and aggressive looks, 
innately the truth is that although it came dose 
n't quite hit the spot. The 25 chassis suffered 
scuttle shake in basic form and, despite the 
^d suspension that went with it, the huge power 
3se quickiy highiighted the fad there wasn't 
gh structural rigidity to really make the most of 
■ackage. 

^ad testers were quick to point this out and BMW 
quick to respond, with a Coup4 version 
unced less than a year later. It was buitt to cure 
jsues the Roadster suffered from by adding 
= much needed strength back into the car. The 
>us way to do this was by adding a roof section 
der to tie the car together front and back, 
ever, as the Z3 had been designed as a 
ertible, adding a rear structure and a hatchback 
ite altered the car's proportions quite radically, 
ing a slightly odd-looking breadvan-like stubby 
end attached to a long sweeping bonnet. Wrth its 
Dus, pumped-up arches and short, high roofline it 
undoubtedly a quirky creation. But it worked and, 
led off with four-tailpipes peeking out from the 
It looked purposeful, functional and aggressive. 
ie roof did what it was supposed to and added 
e much needed structural strength, creating a 
awesome driving machine and pushing the Z3 
D a notch, it now made the best use of ail that 
er although without traaion control it was quickly 



marked as driver's car that commanded resped. 

The main reason for this was the engine. The 
3201 cc straight-sb! from the E56 M3 Evo produced 
321 hp at 7400rpm and 258lb ft of torque at 
5250rpm. Fuel consumption was 25 4mpg, but that 
was hardly on anyone's mind as this was a true 
performance car. Top speed was limited to 155mph 
and 0-62nnph was covered in just 5.4 seconds, but 
plenty of magazines that tested the car at the time 
found this figure to be conservative, some recording 
sub-^five-second sprints. An 1 1 .7-second 0-lOOmph 
figure perhaps highlighted its performance better; a 
full second faster than the E39 

The engine came connected to a five-speed 
gearbox rather than the six-speed usually attached to 
the S50, apparently due to space limitations in the 
Z3. There was still room for a revised suspension 
setup, though, while stiffer springs and dampers, 
larger anti-rol! bars, an improved geometry, a lower 
ride height and a wider track (both front and back) 
were all added to the mix. The massivety swollen 
arches made good use of the wider track and were 
filled with 17-inch wheels exclusive to the Z3 M, 
measuring seven-and-a-half and nine inches wide. 

Brakes were borrowed from an E36 M3, front and 
back, whilst the wheelbase was lengthened for 
improved stability. The rear subframe and suspension 
was beefed-up to take the extra power and a limited- 
slip differential completed the package. 

Inside, there was a Nappa leather interior that was 
available in either straight black or a combination two- 
tone design. The seats were also electric which was 
standard, along with air-con. Other neater touches to 
make the car feel special included an extra bank of 
auxiliary gauges in the centre console, chrome-ringed 
M dials, an M steering wheel and an illuminated gear 



knob. A better stereo, a sunroof, side airbags and 
auise control were just aboi^t the only options for the 
UtC market and the price for all that was £40,570. 
This price dropped lo £56,000 by 2000 as the UK 
fell into line with pricing structure of cars abroad. 

In June 2000 Z3 M produdion stopped while the 
model series geared up for some changes - the most 
of important of which was a new heart transplant As 
the E36 M3 was no longer in pjoduction, fitting the 
S50 engine was no longer a viable option. So in early 
2001, the Z3 M rolled of the produdion line once 
again now fitted with the S54 engine shared with the 
E46 M3, although a more restndive exhaust system 
meant it didn't match the M3's power output. Still 
capacity was up 45cc. the compressbn ratio 
increased to 1 1 .5: 1, povwer improved to 325hp and 
torque was now 261 lb ft. Small changes, perhaps, but 
it made a difference and the 62mph sprint was now 
officially covered in 5.3 seconds. The five-speed 
gearbox, brakes and suspension remained but there 
were also other small changes to the specification, 
namely revised gauges (now with grey dials), a tyre 
pressure warning system, a different diff ratio, and a 
Chrome Shadow finish on the alloys. Most 
importantly DSC was added - traction control that 
helped restrain the car for the first time. In this guise, 
the Z3 ran for just over a year, production finishing in 
May 2002. 

Despite their ferocious performance and quirky 
looks the Coup6 didn't exactly sell in the thousands in 
the UK but it did sell very slightly more than the 
Roadster version. B21 S50 Coupes were sold here 
and 168 of the later S54 type. That means they are 
rare, but the cars were quickly identified as a future 
classic and many were looked after well so there are 
a fair few around for sale on the secondhand market 
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Buying one 

The early S50-engined cars are far more common 
as around four times as many were produced, so 
keep that in mind if you're deciding whether to 
look for a later car. There were also plenty of 
colours to choose from and it's largely a matter of 
personal' preference but some colours are more 
popular than others, such as Estoril blue. These 
kinds of colours won't necessarily command a lot 
more money but wiil be snapped up quickly when 
they do come up, so you have to be on the ball if 
you're after a popular shade. Similarly, some of the 
two-tone interior combinations are a bit loud for 
some people so black ts the safe choice. Options 
to look out for were relatively few and far between, 
but cruise control is handy and watch out for cars 
with the sunroof because this reduced head room. 

The entry-level cars can be had cheaper than 
you might think but tread carefully in the lower 
regions of secondhand Z3 sales. There are a few 
accident repaired cars about, so make sure you 
know what you're looking at and read the advert 
carefully, as legally, if if s an insurance write-off this 
should always be listed. Below £15,000 there's a 
mix of high mileage, accident repaired or left-hand 
drive examples to take a pick from. The cheapest 
HPI dear example we could find was a 1999 



model in black with an unusually high 121,000 
miles on the clock for £12,950. Not far off that 
was a stiver example with just over 100,000 miles 
on the clock for £ 14,000, so they are out there tf 
you wanted some fairly cheap fun. But whilst that 
might suit some people, most will no doubt be 
looking for something a little higher up the scale. 

Until fairly recently it was possible to get a 23 M 
Coup# with a few miles under its belt for less than 
£20,000 but, aside from the odd find, this now 
seems to have become the exception rather than 
the rule. Prices for good, clean cars from private 
sellers seem to fetch around £20,000 and from 
reputable dealers the price goes up to aazy levels. 
We found one example with 1 2,000 mites on it for 
neariy £44,0001 If you're after an absolute pristine, 
low-mileage example keep a look out at the 
independent specialists that deal with these kinds 
of cars on a regular basis such as 4 Star Classics, 
Munich Legends, KCF Classics and Classic Heroes. 
The very best cars tend to filter through these 
outlets and the prices will reflect that but they can 
often source a car for you, which is handy. Last of 
all, don't exclude BMW Approved cars either. We've 
spoken to dealers who have started sourcing and 
selling mint examples, so keep an eye out 



It's still an utterly rewarding, 




fast and frantic car to drive. , 
and it still feels special > 
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Interior 

The leather trim wears vwith age so make sure if s in 
line vyith the mileage„ Whilst you're thefe. check the 
heated seals come on (all cars were fitted with this as 
standard) and that the electric seats move property. If 
not It may be due to the switch rather than the 
motor. Vou can tell by listening to whether there is the 
correct clicking sound when pressed. Check the 
auxiliary gauges in the centre console show the time, 
oil temperature and outside temperature. Rxing them 
can be a headache. Sticking electric windows and 
faulty door locks are also common. Windows may be 
cured by removing the doorcards and spraying the 
channels the glass runs on with silicon. If that fails 
then it will take some fault finding as the regulators, 
motors, control modules and even switches could be 
at fault The Coup^ uses a different regulator to the 
nonnal 25, too. Central locking failures on the 
passenger side or boot are often due to the actuator 
failing, although wiring can also corrode, especially by 
the boot hinge. This auses problems with the alarm, 
too. Other things to check are that the heater blower 
worics at all speeds; if it doesn't then the resistor is 
usually at fault. If s accessed from the outside via the 
scuttle panel; cleaning it up wrth WD40 can bring it 
back to life but ifs best to replace it The air<ori's 
condensers and dryers can fail and it's not cheap to 
replace, so check these, too. 





Bodywork 

Crash damage is perhaps your biggest fear here due 
to the car's high performance nature. Check panel 
gaps carefully and look out for anything that appears 
odd or out of place, especially mismatched colours 
or odd panels. 

There are other smaller things to look out for, too. 
The boot lock has been known to fail along with the 
rear washer, so give both a check to see if they work. 
If the latter simply dribbles water down the bootlid 
then (t win need a new check valve. The bonnet 
catch and release mechanism have also been 



known to cause trouble from time to time, so ensure 
they're in good working ordet 

The other main cause for concern is the rear 
subframe ripping itself off the boot floor Just like the 
E46 M3, this is a known issue that can be fixed but 
it's costly, tift the boot <^rpet and have a look for any 
obvious signs of cracks or damage and then listen 
out for odd knocking noises under acceleration from 
the rear. Ideally you want to get it inspected properly 
from underneath as you don't want to be caught out 
as this can happen to a car of any age and mileage. 
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For both the S50 and later S54 engine the main 
issue is the dreaded Vanos. A few years ago it was 
the S54 engine that was generally regarded as the 
least susceptible to Vanos issues but recently ifs 
become apparent that it actually suffers worse than 
the S50. Vi/hereas the ofder engine did encounter 
problems these rarely got worse or caused further 
complications however with the S54 any Vanos 
issu^ need to be dealt with quickly before more 
damage is caused. These problems can be 
expensive to fix, so be wary. 

If s not always as easy to diagnose a Vanos 
problem as you might think as there are different 
components that can fail If the gears themselves 
are worn they will cause a rattte, but that doesn't 
mean that the Vanos isn't still working, so the car 
might still perform well. On the opposite end of 
the spectrum, a failed Vanos pump, piston or 
solenoid will mean a loss in performance and 
sluggish behaviour without making a noise or 
tuming on an engine light. Also, if s nom^al for 
Vanos systems to make a light rattle on a start up 
but the noise should dear. If it sdll sounds like a 
bunch of marbles are being tossed around the top 
end of the engine when its hot then you have a 



problem. Other more obvious symptoms of a 
Vanos issue on either engine are a hesitant idle, an 
engine management light, poor fuel economy and 
a lack of power under 3000rpm before a 
noticeable surge. All are signs that the cam timing 
isn't working as it should as the power should 
always be progressive. The cost to put an 550 rght 
is around £ 1000 and the cost to fix an 554 ranges 
between £700 and €1500, 

On the plus side, there's not a lot else to go 
wrong with the engines, although do be aware 
head gaskets have been known to fail although it's 
not as common as on the M3. An S50 with a tow 
idle is usually due to an idle control valve or 
sometimes a throttle position sensor An oil leak 
from the rear of the engine will be down to a worn 
0 -ring below the rearmost exhaust port Later 554 
engines suffer from faulty coils and the odd 
camshaft or crankshaft sensor failure. 

There is one more issue to bear in mind that is 
particular to the Z3 M and thaf s the exhaust 
system. It corrodes over time and is costly to 
replace so some are swapped with aftermarket 
systems. This may suit you but take the car for a 
drive and make sure it doesn't drone. 
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Verdict 

If £ arguably the craziest car BMW has ever buill 
in terms of style, power and perfomnance and 
that seems to have dawned on plenty of 
enthusiasts more recently As a result, prices 
have been climbing and this is no doubt the 
start, not the end of their new-found interest, so 
our guess is prices will continue to soar. That 
means if you have ever thought about owning 
one then now is the time to commit as there are 
plenty of Z3 Ms about to have some hn with. 
If s still an utterly rewarding, fast and frantic car 
to drive, it still tums heads and it still feels sp^al 
which is more than enough reason to buy one. 
With few real problems to avoid now is the time 
to say you've owned one, rather than in fiv^ 
years time when they are fetching big money... 
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Tel: 01438 746 046 



INDEPENDENT 
BMW SPECIALISTS 




Sup 

BMW performance tuning i Accessory Activation i Approved 
by major lease companies » Air conditioning service 
t Latest BMW diagnostic equipment including coding and 
programming TV i Fully equipped workshop i Comfortable 
waiting room with free internet access i Free courtesy car 
i Fair honest rates i RMI Approved 

'a^ ^ www.aibnspecialistxo.uk . mm 



BMW and German 
Car Specialists 

FULLY EQUiPPED WORKSHOP STAFFED 

BY BMW MASTER TECHNICJANS 
ALL MODELS SERVICED AND REPAIRED 
FULL DIAGNOSTIC AND CODING CAPABILITIES 
AIR CON SYSTEMS RECHARGED 
ELECTRONIC WHEEL ALIGNMENT 

HIGHAMS PARK MOTOR COMPANY 

35-39 WINCHESTER ROAD 
HIGHAMS PARK, LONDON E4 9LH 
020 8523 3443 

THE ONLY ALTERNATIVE TO A MAIN DEALER 




REDDnrii 81527528090 
mil 01543 253 675 



COVENTR 02476 220 731 / 457 118 
WOlVERHAi^i^ itj. 01902 313393 
KIDDERMINSTER 01562 829 753 



TYRECITY 

LOW PRICES • FASTFinm 




Specialising In alloy wheels, we stock over 80 different types 
of original equipment including genuine BM wheels, BBS, 
AC Schntt^er, Aipina and dftermarket styles! 1 




To view our full, current stock visit our wet3Slte 
which Is continually updated 





We can offer a prompt delivery service or we can 
fit them for free If you come to us 

iiniinivJiniaiittsp«it.co.uk 

Call us on 01323 647222 or 07909 900222 





ALX-OY WHEEL 
RERJRBJSHMBVT 

SERVIC^^^ 


Talk to the 


peoole 


that core < 




your alloy \ 


wheels 


Tel: 01732 


367^1 


Fox: 01732 


367778 



Email: 

sales @5pitandpolish . 
Web: 

www, s pita n d pol » sh .c o 



J TtRBD, TATTY 
ALLOY WHBBLS? 

• Have your expensive alloy wheels 
lost their showroom shfne? 

• Are they corroded, kerbed or 
buckled? 

' Chances are we can restore them 
to an almost new appearance, 

' All wheels are chemically stripped, 
lathe turned to check for 
distortion,and straightened when 
possible. 

They are then electrostatically 
powdered coated and infrared 
baked. 

We offer a fast, efficient and 
friendly service to both trade St 
retail customers. 

Established 1984. 

Price on application. 
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